OH GAY ARE THE GARLANDS

big red lips to smile at him, 'Well, my Captain?' she
said. 'You have permission to speak freely/

Harald looked up as far as etiquette permitted.
The sight of the Empress was slightly distasteful to
him; he was used to large blondes in his own country,
but preferred them younger. He said: 'I am come
to ask for the hand of the Gracious One's niece,
Maria Anastasia Argyra.' Then he stopped and
watched her.

She breathed heavily and seemed to heave and sway
all over her body like some soft sea-beast rocked by
the warm tide. She turned to her lady, Euphemia
Xiphilin. 'But we can't give him that - can we? Oh
no! Surely there is some other gift that our northern
Hektor would wish to ask of us?'

'No,' said Harald, 'I have everything else I want.
A million thanks,' he added, 'to the Most Serene
Majesty.' And he waited, looking quite undisturbed.

The Empress Zoe sighed and fidgeted. 'Any-
thing he asks,' she said, 'anything!'

Lady Euphemia Xiphilin looked from her to him,
and crossed herself twice to drive the trembling out of
her body. She was getting old; she could not be like
the Empress with her marvellous skin at sixty, her
great, lucid, un-ageing eyes. She would not be like
the Empress if she could! She had been a faithful
widow now for twenty years; she had kept to the rules,
the pattern, God's gift to man^to show him how at
least to limit his pain and trouble. It was for that,
perhaps, that the Empress chose to have her as a
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